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reconciliation. It also requires additional 
infrastructure, licensing and maintenance, 
and costly implementations and 
administration assistance. 

Real-time data – the kind of data a 
direct link between Excel and an ERP 
system delivers – is always up to date 
immediately after the final adjustment is 
posted. This convenience leaves more time 
for analysis – instead of unnecessary busy 
work, like cutting and pasting – leading 
up to the deadline. Moreover, advances in 
in-memory databases are expected to make 
traditional data warehouses redundant. 
Using an Excel-based financial reporting 
tool that already bypasses the data 
warehouse is a future-proof decision worthy 
of consideration. A recent Gartner report 
stated that these specialised solutions 
provide “a tactical, cost-effective way to 
improve finance end-user reporting and 
analysis with minimal IT involvement”.3

THE IdEAl EXCEl-BASEd 
FINANCIAl REPORTING TOOl
Excel-based financial reporting tools share 
some characteristics and differ in other 
substantive ways. The ideal solution will 
make it extremely easy for users to run 
reports from data pulled directly from 
an ERP system on a flexible and ad hoc 
basis, and provides for sophisticated 
presentations, security and auditability, and 
more.

Key characteristics

Push vs pull
Excel-based financial reporting tools that 
work off staged data use “push” technology 
to produce reports. This requires the user 
to run reports out of the back-end system 
and then either cut and paste it into Excel, 
or publish it to a file, which is then imported 
into Excel – a rather involved process. 

Tools that have a direct link to the ERP 
system allow the user to “pull” data into 
Excel from the ERP source. The advantage? 
Besides always pulling current data, users 
have complete control at the time of their 
choosing, from designing the report in the 
required periods and columns to actually 
refreshing the data in the Excel spreadsheet.

Columns and rows vs cells 
Reports that come from a data warehouse 
are traditionally designed using the 
columns and rows concept and are therefore 
constrained by the data arrangement in the 
original system. 

More advanced Excel-based financial 
reporting tools break from these constraints 
and give users the flexibility to define 
reports down to the individual cells. This 

allows for highly sophisticated data views 
and the ultimate in free formatting, while 
still providing the option to build formulas 
and apply column headings for consistent 
column and row definitions.

Static vs flexible and ad hoc analysis
Static reporting formats follow a consistent 
pattern and are reproduced monthly. 
Unfortunately, these types of reports are 
often so detailed that they are difficult to 
absorb or too summarised to initiate action. 
This would work perfectly if businesses 
were static, too.

As businesses are dynamic, the better 
option is to have a tool that provides the 
flexibility to support both static views and 
ad hoc analyses. These types of reporting 
tools allow users to produce high-level 
standard, static reports and provide a 
detailed view of the information that’s 
important for decision-making and 
immediate action.

Security and auditability
In today’s business climate of data 
breaches, compliance, and full disclosure, 
enterprises are concerned about the 
validity and reliability of financial data, 
as well as confidentiality. Information 
security ensures that only authorised users 
have access to sensitive data. ERP system 
authorisations maintain control over access, 
but if the data is staged in a data warehouse, 
then separate authorisation is required – a 
duplication of the security effort.

Excel-based financial reporting tools 
that pull directly from the ERP system 
negate additional authorisation because 
the information never goes to a data 
warehouse; it remains in the ERP system. 
Confidentiality is assured. 

This confidence spills over into the audit 
process. Auditability requires that the timing 
and source of data is verifiable. Extracts that 
end up in Excel via the extract, transform, 
and load (ETL) process, as well as staged 
data, are less verifiable than data that is 
sourced directly from the ERP system into an 
Excel spreadsheet and refreshed on demand.

THE RESUlT: lESS CUTTING ANd 
PASTING, mORE TImE FOR dATA 
ANAlySIS
Only a simple, Excel-based financial 
reporting solution that is tailored to an 
ERP system’s specific strengths provides 
accountants and analysts with the ability 
to define, analyse, enrich, and present 
live data within the familiar Excel context 
– giving decision-makers the confidence 
that the numbers presented in financial 
reports are current, directly from the ERP 
source, and uncorrupted by any extraction/
transformation or staging processes. The 
benefit of such a solution is less cutting, 
pasting and IT dependency, and greater 
productivity and efficiency within the 
financial function. 

Particularly in tight economic times, 
the question often becomes not whether 
an organisation should use an Excel-based 
financial reporting solution, but rather 
whether the  organisation can afford not to 
utilise such a solution. ❐ 
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